The shift towards alternative crops may comprise an efficient way for creating a new productive, developmental model for the country. These crops support the agricultural economy, contribute to the protection of the environment, keep the rural population at the countryside and increase the wealth of less favored or disadvantaged regions. In this paper, we attempt to investigate the attitudes and perceptions of landowners in the prefectures of Rodopi and Evros, regarding investments in alternative crops. The results indicate that there are no substantial variations between the two regions. More specifically, the majority of landowners wish for their area's future development to be based on agriculture and alternative crops, and in parallel want to be trained on new agricultural production methods through seminars focusing on alternative crops.
Introduction
The primary characteristic of the EU countryside is that major changes have occurred in agricultural production practices, and the involvement in agriculture has now become an option for citizens rather than an imposed necessity. The rural population has specific needs and demands -now they are seen as farmers not "peasants", and they are involved in agricultural work either exclusively or as a supplementary activity [1] . A sustainable future for the EU countryside, requires the establishment of alternative institutions and policies that will aim at ensuring that farmers can have access to multi-employment.
In Greece, agriculture presents certain features, which differentiate it both from the agricultural sectors of other developed countries of Europe and from the other sectors of the Greek economy. The former are related to economic and social parameters, climatic, land and structural conditions, demographic and cultural factors etc. Furthermore, the limited size and fragmentation of agricultural holdings, along with the low and uncertain agricultural income, form the main barriers to a successful development of agriculture [2] . The degree of homogeneity of the Greek countryside is relatively high, with the exception of a very small number of areas with intense tourism and certain peri-urban rural zones. In the rest of the countryside, agricultural activities have prevailed, regardless of the ground's formation [3, 4] . After all, even in the EU, there has been no substantial distinction between the development of the agricultural sector and that of the countryside. Until the late 80s, the importance of the CAP was so prevalent that there was no possibility of developing a diversified policy regarding the development of the countryside [5] .
In the case of Greece, the overwhelming majority of agricultural holdings involve survival farms, which depend on various combinations of land, labour and capital (there are also living and productivity farms). These farms seem to be the most likely to adapt to changes in their political and economic environment, through the adoption of alternative crops. Their profile reveals that they channel all of their available resources into agriculture, in order to maintain a given level of income, which is mostly based on extra-agricultural activities [6] . Another objective of the plans to introduce alternative crops is primarily to facilitate the agricultural exploitation of mountainous and semimountainous regions that are being abandoned at a rapid pace, and thus secure an income for the local population [7] .
Nevertheless, modern living has promoted new social models and habits and has reconfirmed certain important distinctive attributes of alternative, organic and non-organic crops and cultivators. More specifically, those who are involved in organic crops tend to be younger and better educated than their peers who are involved in non-organic farming; they also appear to be more willing and possibly more able to diversify their own agricultural business. It is also worth noting that organic crops do not only increase the income of the families involved in such practices, but also of people who live or work in agricultural regions [8] . According to Tzouvelekas et al. [9] in the case of Greece, and in relation to the demands of alternative farming systems, it has been observed that organic crops require only slightly higher technical skills compared to conventional crops.
Walters et al. [10] conducted a study on rural development and the reasons for which some farmers are more willing to take part in agricultural development efforts than others, arguing that historical events can have a major impact on willingness to participate. Furthermore, according to Yilmaz et al. [11] it was found that the most important factors that affect rural development are mainly, geographical location, the size of the local village, the productivity of the land, the type of land use, the active population, cooperativeness and social investments in infrastructure.
Finally, alternative crops can also render significant economic benefits, provided a market is created that can embrace the products of such crops and promote them in a targeted and appropriate manner. The benefits from cultivating alternative crops are not only enjoyed by the farmers in question, but also by the communities in which they are developed. One important observation is that there is a lack of research related to the desire of farmers to become involved in alternative crops. Existing research primarily focuses on the adaptability, efficiency and production cost of alternative crops [12] [13] [14] . The purpose of this paper is to examine the views and perceptions of landowners in the prefectures of Rodopi and Evros, in relation to their involvement with alternative crops.
Research area -research method
The research area included the Prefectures of Evros and Rodopi. As regards land use in Rodopi Prefecture, whose total area amounts to 2,543 sq km (1.92% of the country's total), the distribution is as follows: approximately 32% are forests, 12% wooded areas, 40% fields, 8% pastures, 1.6% arid land, 1.4% settlements etc. In Evros Prefecture, 10.3% of the land is covered by mountains, as opposed to extensive plains which cover 62.4% of its area, a large part of which are arable due to the existence of river Evros, its tributaries and a large number of irrigation channels.
The present research was conducted using a structured questionnaire and face-to-face interviews. The latter method is one of the best ways to collect statistical data and is widely used in sampling research [15] . The sampling method used was stratified random sampling, which involved a geographical stratification using the two prefectures as the strata. In order to determine the sample size, presampling was carried out on a sample of 25 landowners on each stratum. The overall sample size, based on the formula "equal samples on each stratum", is 500 landowners, therefore 250 on each stratum. Descriptive statistics and the non-parametric Friedman test [16] were used for the data processing. The research was carried out from November 2010 to June 2011.
Results
The research results mainly focus on the socio-demographic characteristics of the interviewees, the views of the landowners on agricultural employment and alternative crops, the sectors on which landowners wish to base their region's future development, their interest in alternative crops, the probable causes that would prohibit them from swapping their current crops for alternative crops and, finally, the media they use to acquire information on topics related to agriculture. As regards the socio-demographic characteristics of the interviewees, almost 80% are men, while over half are aged 31-50 years, and married with two children. As for their educational level, most have finished lower secondary school and their professional profile is related to agriculture and animal breeding or they are self-employed. Finally, concerning the number of hectares they own, on average it is equal to approximately 2.7-3 hectares and the percentage of their family income related to their agricultural activities is about 30-33%. Table 1 shows that most landowners in both areas are involved in agriculture as a supplementary profession. In the case of Evros, about half of the interviewees believe that they have limited knowledge about alternative crops, while in Rodopi this percentage is lower (36.4%). Nevertheless, both prefectures include a significant number of people who claim they have no knowledge on such types of crops, with the relevant rates being 44.4% for Evros and 58% for Rodopi.
Another indicative percentage is the one related to the respondents' wish to attend seminars on alternative crops. More specifically, a fairly significant part of the Evros sample (31.2%) stated that they are very interested in attending seminars, compared to 21.2% in Rodopi. Furthermore, a large percentage of the respondents in Evros (86.8%) and Rodopi (83.2%) wish to learn about new farming practices and methods. Finally, there is an extremely high percentage of the sample, both in Evros and Rodopi, amounting to 68% and 74.4% respectively, who point out how dissatisfied the farming population is with Public Administration practices regarding rural areas. The landowners were then asked about which sectors they believe that the future development of the two areas should be based. Friedman's statistical test was used for this purpose. From its application, we observe that the most important sector on which they wish the future development of both regions to be based is agriculture, with a mean rank of 5.98 in the case of Evros and 6.05 in the case of Rodopi (Table 2) .
Another question involved their interest in investing in alternative crops. It is a general observation that landowners in both regions viewed such investments under a positive light. Almost 60% of respondents in both areas wish to invest in alternative crops, with the landowners of Evros interested in cultivating such crops on a larger part of their privately-owned land (Figures 1a and 1b) .
A study of the barriers can provide the solution to state agencies on how to apply an effective policy in this case. After the application of the Friedman test, it was found that the main obstacle for both areas is the fact that the farmers do not have the required knowledge, with a mean rank of 5.25 for Evros and 4.91 for Rodopi. Other barriers also include the lack of subsidies and the fact that the related products are not broadly consumed (Table 3 ). Finally, a range of landowner views and characteristics were identified, and in order to effectively address them, the respondents were also asked about the media they use to obtain information on agricultural issues. The application of the statistical Friedman test showed that in Evros they mainly depend on national TV channels, and on their family and friends, while in Rodopi they mainly depend on their family and friends, as well as on local TV channels (Table 4 ). 
Conclusions
In a society under constant transformation, presenting rapid technological and scientific growth, there is an imperative need for citizens to adjust to these new conditions. Citizens need to have continuous access to information that will enrich their knowledge, and also to training, since there are some of the basic requirements of modern societies. There is also a need for continuous research and study the strategies used to manage land exploitation issues, particularly as concerns disadvantaged regions.
Conclusively, we may say that agriculture and animal farming in both prefectures are considered as economic sectors that may contribute significantly to their future development. The landowners express their desire to become involved in alternative crops and proceed with structural changes where required, as long as an appropriately formulated social and political structure is formulated, that will assimilate all the relevant changes. Most of the respondents stated that they consider alternative crops to be the investment through which they will be able to improve their quality of life, but also add that they do not have the necessary knowledge on this subject; they also express their disappointment regarding the state and its relevant structures. Nevertheless, it is deemed essential to establish feelings of trust and mutual understanding between the state and farmers. This could initially be achieved through targeted training on new emerging prospects that are based on modern effective methods, and also by using the mass media to provide stimuli on new developments and interpersonal communication in order to achieve a change of views and attitudes.
Finally, the planning and the implementation of a development policy for the countryside, requires a different approach, compared to traditional agricultural policies currently applied, and must be adapted to the specific needs of each area acquiring a modern profile. This can be achieved through the decentralisation of services in conjunction with the empowerment of the competent authorities, and also through staff training and renewal. Decentralized authorities have an integrated picture of local needs and, through participatory governance, can adopt mainstream national strategies more efficiently. On the other hand, the relevant staff should be provided with additional resources, continuous training and a vision. In this way, the countryside will be more attractive for investments and ensure improved economic results for those citizens who choose to live there in search of a better quality of life.
